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Suicide Prevention Among Veterans 



Summary 

Numerous news stories in the popular print and electronic media have 
documented suicides among servicemembers and veterans returning from Operation 
Iraqi Freedom (OIF) and Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF). In the United States, 
there are more than 30,000 suicides annually. Suicides among veterans are included 
in this number, but it is not known in what proportion. There is no nationwide 
system for surveillance of suicide specifically among veterans. Recent data show that 
about 20% of suicide deaths nationwide could be among veterans. It is not known 
what proportion of these deaths are among OIF/OEF veterans. 

Veterans have a number of risk factors that increase their chance of attempting 
suicide. These risk factors include combat exposure, post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) and other mental health problems, traumatic brain injury (TBI), poor social 
support structures, and access to lethal means. 

Several bills addressing suicide in veterans have been introduced in the 110 lh 
Congress. On November 5, 2007, the Joshua Omvig Veterans Suicide Prevention 
Act (P.L. 110-110) was signed into law, requiring the Department of Veterans Affairs 
(VA) to establish a comprehensive program for suicide prevention among veterans. 
More recently, the Veterans Suicide Study Act (S. 2899) was introduced. This bill 
would require the VA to conduct a study, and report to Congress, regarding suicides 
among veterans since 1997. 

The VA has carried out a number of suicide prevention initiatives, including 
establishing a national suicide prevention hotline for veterans, conducting awareness 
events at VA medical centers, and screening and assessing veterans for suicide risk. 

This report discusses data sources and systems that can provide information 
about suicides in the general population and among veterans, and known risk and 
protective factors associated with suicide in each group. It also discusses suicide 
prevention efforts by the VA. It does not discuss Department of Defense (DOD) 
activities, or VA’s treatment of risk factors for suicide, such as depression, PTSD, 
and substance abuse. 



This report will be updated when legislative activity warrants. 
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Suicide Prevention Among Veterans 



Introduction 

Considerable public attention has been drawn toward the mental health care 
needs of veterans, especially those returning from combat in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
Numerous news stories in the popular print and electronic media have documented 
suicides among servicemembers and veterans returning from Operation Iraqi 
Freedom (OIF) and Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF ). 1 Some veterans advocacy 
groups have filed a class-action lawsuit claiming that the Department of Veterans 
Affairs (VA) is not providing adequate and timely access to mental health care, and 
that this has led to an “epidemic of suicides .” 2 

However, most often the data cited in these press reports do not differentiate 
between suicides among veterans and active duty servicemembers . 3 It is important 
to make this distinction, because two separate health care systems — at the VA and 
the Department of Defense (DOD), respectively — are responsible for providing 
mental health care to these two distinct populations. This report explains the 
difficulties in determining the incidence of suicide among veterans, summarizes what 
is known about suicides in the general population and among veterans, and discusses 
known risk and protective factors associated with suicide in each group. It also 
discusses recent congressional action to address suicide among veterans, and suicide 
prevention efforts by the VA. The report does not discuss DOD activities, or VA’s 
treatment of risk factors for suicide, such as depression, post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD), and substance abuse. 



1 Ken Fuson and Jennifer Jacobs, “Iowans Lauded for Anti-suicide Efforts,” The Des Moines 
Register , January 26, 2008; Dana Priest, “Soldier Suicides at Record Level,” Washington 
Post , January 3 1 , 2008, Page A01 ; “Soldier, After Bipolar Treatment and Suicide Attempts, 
Sent Back to War Zone,” Editor & Publisher, February 11, 2008; “Suicide Epidemic 
Among Veterans — A CBS News Investigation Uncovers a Suicide Rate for Veterans Twice 
That of Other Americans,” aired November 13, 2007. OEF, which began in October 2001, 
conducts combat operations in Afghanistan and other locations. OIF, which began in March 
2003, conducts combat operations in Iraq and other locations. 

2 Veterans for Common Sense and Veterans United for Truth, Inc., v. James B. Peake, 
Secretary of Veterans Affairs, et al., Plaintiffs Trial Brief, Case No. C-07-3758-SC, filed 
April 17, 2008. 

3 Within the context of the VA, a veteran is defined as a “person who served in the active 
military, naval, or air service, and who was discharged or released therefrom under 
conditions other than dishonorable.” [38 U.S.C. § 101(2); 38 C.F.R. § 3.1(d)], The VA 
largely bases its determination of veteran status upon military department service records. 
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Data and Data Systems for Tracking Suicide 

Suicide is the act of intentionally ending one’ s life, attempted suicide is an effort 
that does not have a fatal outcome, and suicidal ideation is thinking about or wanting 
to end one’s life. Because completed (versus attempted) suicide results in death, 
national statistics on suicide come from death certificate data. 4 These data are 
collected by state and territorial health officials, under their authority, and are 
voluntarily reported to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s (CDC’s) 
National Vital Statistics System. The CDC analyzes the data and publishes 
information on numbers and rates of death, and important trends, in the United 
States. 5 The CDC also publishes a U.S. standard death certificate, which states and 
territories can modify. Most U.S. deaths are not investigated by government 
officials. Possible suicides may be investigated, however, pursuant to state and 
territorial authorities. To the extent that a death is recognized as a suicide, the 
standard death certificate provides the means to report suicide as the manner of death, 
but it has limited options for noting other information that may be relevant to the 
suicide. 

In 2003, CDC launched the National Violent Death Reporting System 
(NVDRS), an active surveillance system that provides detailed information about the 
circumstances of violent deaths, including suicide. 6 The NVDRS augments death 
certificate data by linking it to death investigation reports filed by coroners, medical 
examiners, and law enforcement officials. These added layers of information allow 
the NVDRS to identify suicide risk factors, such as depression; to gather additional 
information, such as toxicology results; and to more reliably capture information that 
could have been, but was not, completed on the standard death certificate. At this 
time, the NVDRS is not in operation nationwide, but only in 17 states, and NVDRS 
data might not be generalizable to the entire U.S. population. Also, because 
protocols for death investigation vary from one state to the next, NVDRS data might 
not be comparable between those states in which it is in operation. CDC’s goal is to 
expand the system to all 50 states, all U.S. territories, and the District of Columbia, 
and to continue efforts to standardize data collection and analysis across states. 

At this time, there is no nationwide system for surveillance ( i. e . , tracking ) of 
suicide among cdl veterans. As with all suicides in civilian jurisdiction, suicides 
among veterans may be investigated, and the death certificates completed, by state 
and territorial authorities. Unless a veteran’s suicide occurs in a VA facility, 
opportunities for the VA to become aware of the incident may be limited. Three 



4 In reference to fatal suicides, the public health community prefers to use the term 
“completed,” rather than “committed” or “successful,” to recognize the frequent association 
of suicide with mental illness, and reduce the accompanying stigma. 

5 For more information, see Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), Mortality 
Data from the National Vital Statistics System, at [http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/deaths.htm], 
visited May 2, 2008. 

6 See CDC, National Violent Death Reporting System, at [http://www.cdc.gov/ncipc/ 
profiles/nvdrs/default.htm] . 




